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utterances genuine or spurious, was universal.
It grew to completeness between the twelfth
and fourteenth centuries, and varying as its
contents did in value it was taken with equal
seriousness throughout. But the law itself
was not more important than its commenta-
tors. No field has been cultivated with more
activity and ingenuity than was this through-
out the Middle Ages. The result was the
provision of a wonderful system of guidance
in all the relations of life that concerned
religion and conscience, when those terms
were stretched as widely as possible. Mar-
riages, wills (for the making of a will was part
of the preparation for death), questions of
legitimacy, the affiliation of illegitimate chil-
dren, sins of every kind as distinct from
crimes, and crimes themselves when com-
mitted by the clergy, were some of its topics.
It concerned itself with the enforcement of
promises, and punished perjury, which was
a crime against God. Its rules came to be
more and more elaborate, and its prohibitions
more numerous. And this gave an opening
for a dispensing power, superior to the law
itself. You might not marry a distant cousin,
but you could buy a dispensation ; you must
go to confession to your parish priest, but
you could buy a licence to choose your own